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Books of Note
My First Summer in the Sierra:
100th Anniversary Illustrated Edition
By John Muir
Photographs by Scot Miller
New York
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011
204 pages. ISBN: 978-0-618988-51-8.
Price: $30 (hardcover)
Coffee table books too often sit on display as if objets d’art
rather than stay by the bedside for studious perusal. The 100th anniversary
illustrated edition of John Muir’s iconic work, illustrated with 21 of the
author’s own sketches as well as 72 magnificent photographs by Scot Miller,
represents the best of both approaches. Its handsome photographs and stunning cover would complement any coffee table. Its inspiring narrative by the
influential Muir would satisfy intellectual curiosity.
Miller, whose photographs previously recaptured images from Thoreau’s
Walden and Cape Cod, retraces Muir’s steps during a season in California’s
Sierra Nevada, an area now part of Yosemite National Park.
His breathtaking pictures of tumbling waterfalls, towering mountains
and verdant valleys wonderfully offset Muir’s descriptive, elegant prose, as
in this passage relating his stay at a sheep camp near the North Fork of the
Merced River:
The night wind is telling the wonders of the upper mountains, their snow
fountains and gardens, forests and groves; even their topography is in its
tones. And the stars, the everlasting sky lilies, how bright they are now that we
have climbed above the lowland dust! The horizon is bounded and adorned
by a spiny wall of pines, every tree harmoniously related to every other;
definite symbols, divine hieroglyphs written with sunbeams.

	Such words helped inspire the creation of national parks.
A century later, we continue to draw inspiration from Muir, and thanks to
his reverence for nature, the world he saw then still exists.
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	I hope Muir’s words and contemporary images captured by Miller will
similarly endure 100 years from now, so that future generations will relate to
familiar wonders rather than long-lost memories.
—Steve Fagin

The Nature Principle: Human Restoration
and the End of Nature-Deficit Disorder
By Richard Louv
Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Algonquin Books of
Chapel Hill, 2011
317 pages. ISBN: 978-I-565125-81-0.
Price: $24.95 (hardcover)
Richard Louv is a journalist and prolific
author who struck a nerve with his last work, the
widely acclaimed Last Child in the Woods: Saving
Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder (Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill,
2008). Its catchy title and comprehensive review of evidence popularized the
notion that today’s children are ill served by having so little unstructured time
outdoors.
	In this new book, he maintains “that a reconnection to the natural world
is fundamental to human health, well-being, spirit, and survival.” Certainly
the spiritual, physical, and psychological benefits of the outdoors will come
as no surprise to Appalachian Mountain Club members and other readers
of this journal. And although we may not be entirely sanguine that “the
future will belong to the nature smart” and that this century will see “human
restoration in the natural world,” such inspiring assertions cannot help but
buoy our enthusiasm and give a boost to our efforts at connecting people
with the outdoors.
The Nature Principle is strongest and most energizing in those declamatory
passages that read like an Emersonian essay or where Louv speaks from personal experience such as hiking with his son in Alaska or recalling his parents’
garden. But too often, the book bogs down describing one study after another
or relating conversations with exemplars of the nature principle, whether
the subject is the “science” of happiness or urban agriculture. Perhaps the
book would have had more impact as a concise polemic richly embroidered
with notes.
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Though not a gripping volume, it is thought-provoking and worth a read
by anyone caring about humanity’s place in the natural order. It does not
merely speak to repairing natural habitats or just to the virtues and pleasures
of being outside, but more refreshingly to the ongoing relationship of human
beings in nature. Significantly, this does not necessarily require vast wilderness
tracts, however valuable they may be, but access to fields and forests near the
places where we live and work. When Louv calls for “the right to a walk in
the woods,” I wanted to stand up and cheer. “As a society,” he proclaims,
“we need to give nature back to our children and ourselves. To not do so is
immoral. It is unethical.”
The Nature Principle is valuable not because it blazes new paths. Natural
spaces beside developed areas sound a lot like Frederick Law Olmsted’s
designs, and building construction in accordance with nature hearkens back
to Frank Lloyd Wright, Ian McHarg, and others. Restorative communities
seem similar to the English Garden Cities movement of the early twentieth
century. Family nature clubs are reminiscent of the AMC. Louv doesn’t hide
these connections; rather, he augments such touchstones with modern studies
and ongoing instances.
This book links the value of outdoor experience for human well-being,
the relationship between understanding place and self-knowledge, and the
practical possibilities of reuniting people with nature. In doing so, it lays
the philosophical foundation for the future of environmental conservation
in urban, rural, and wild places. Its continuing success will depend on our
ability to capture the public’s imagination using the cornucopia of arguments
Louv has gathered.
—David K. Leff
Ultralight Backpackin’ Tips: 153 Amazing & Inexpensive
Tips for Extremely Lightweight Camping
By Mike Clelland
Guilford, Connecticut: Falcon Guides, an imprint of Globe Pequot Press, 2011
134 pages. ISBN: 978-0-7627-6384-9. Price: $14.95 (paperback)
Mike Clelland illustrated L ighten Up ! (Falcon, 2005), by
Don Ladigin, the guide to minimalist backpacking. Now Clelland strikes out
on his own as both author and illustrator of a new volume.
	In keeping with the spirit of lightweight travel, Clelland’s lighthearted
tone amuses and teaches. Drawings are reminiscent of Don Martin cartoons
in Mad magazine.
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Among the silly illustrations are nuggets of useful advice, such as how much
(or how little) food and water to carry, and how to leave behind such amenities as extra clothes, stoves, tents, and even toilet paper. Clelland has legitimate
credentials as a National Outdoor Leadership School instructor and should be
taken seriously even when some of his observations seem whimsical.
	I have too often regretted lugging too much gear and food up and down
mountain trails. I am ready to embrace Clelland’s prevailing themes: “Know
the difference between wants and needs,” and, of course, “Simply take less
stuff.”
This is a practical guide that includes such comforting messages as, “It’s
OK to stink.” Buy the book, but don’t dare carry it in your pack.
—Steve Fagin

Three Cups of Deceit: How Greg Mortenson,
Humanitarian Hero, Lost His Way
By Jon Krakauer
New York: Anchor, 2011
96 pages. ISBN: 978-0-1-43038-252. Price: $9.95 (paperback)
Greg Mortenson’s T hree C ups of Tea was a literary and cultural
phenomenon with ramifications far beyond the suburban book clubs that
nurtured its success. The 2006 book, in which Mortenson describes wandering
half-dead into a tiny Pakistani mountain village, then being nursed back to
health by the people, brought attention to Mortenson’s Central Asia Institute,
which he founded to build schools in the remote region, where girls especially
struggle to receive an education. The institute has been a huge success at
raising money—$23 million in 2010 alone—but its track record at actually
building schools is less clear. Equally troubling, it now seems clear that much
of the narrative in Three Cups of Tea, along with Mortenson’s other books (all
of them bestsellers), is untrue.
Jon Krakauer is no stranger to literary stardom—his first book, Into
the Wild, became a bestseller and a movie directed by Sean Penn. He’s also
acquainted with criticism after both his journalistic veracity and his mountainclimbing skills were questioned in the wake of his book Into Thin Air. A former
contributor to Mortenson’s charity, Krakauer is perfectly poised to write this
brilliant, scathing takedown. First released as an e-book, Three Cups of Deceit
gallops through the litany of Mortenson’s inconsistencies (including many
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of his stories disputed by the Pashtuns he smeared as Taliban); its slender
size, quick pace, and pared-down scope mark it as the best of a new breed in
American books.
—Kate Tuttle
This review, first published in the Boston Globe, appears here with Tuttle’s
permission. Mortenson delivered the keynote speech at the Appalachian
Mountain Club annual meeting in 2009.

AMC’s Best Day Hikes in the White
Mountains, Second Edition
By Robert N. Buchsbaum
Boston, Massachusetts:
Appalachian Mountain Club, 2011
290 pages. ISBN: 978-1-934028-43-8.
Price: $16.95 (paperback)
Calling anything “the best” always invites
debate because such subjective pronouncements are
influenced by variable factors. But you can always
trust the Appalachian Mountain Club’s judgment, and Robert N. Buchsbaum has done an admirable job compiling these itineraries and updating
the first edition.
The book has all the hallmarks of an AMC publication: easy-to-read maps,
concise directions, interesting observations, and clear writing. It contains
many favorite, familiar destinations—including Arethusa Falls, Frankenstein
Cliff, Crystal Cascade, Glen Ellis Falls, Tuckerman Ravine, and the Alpine
Garden—but also a plethora of lesser-known peaks, streams, and trails. Like
all good guidebooks, this volume encourages the reader to put down the book
and lace up the hiking boots.
	I’ve been on many of the 60 excursions outlined in this well-organized,
meticulously detailed book, but I would hesitate to include several as my
favorites. My reasons tend to be that I hit stormy weather, a sore knee, or
noisy throngs on those trails. However, I may be one of the few hikers to have
completed all 67 of New England’s 4,000 footers who actually enjoyed, for
the most part, the long slog to Owl’s Head—probably because it was a warm,
sunny day, and I was in a happy mood—so go figure. Anyway, I quibble.
—Steve Fagin
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Passport to AMC’s High Huts
in the White Mountains
By Ty Wivell
Boston, Massachusetts:
Appalachian Mountain Club, 2011
134 pages. ISBN: 978-1-934028-49-0.
Price: $9.95 (paperback)
To many hikers, the Appalachian Mountain
Club’s huts are the Shangri-La of the White
Mountains of New Hampshire, spiritual refuges
surrounded by magnificent peaks, where visitors find
solace, shelter, and community. Others avoid them, preferring the solitude
of remote tent platforms to the often-effervescent atmosphere inside sturdy
wooden and stone structures.
I’ve spent a fair amount of time in and around all eight huts. I appreciate
both sentiments. When my son was young and disinclined to carry large
packs or hike long distances, we enjoyed staying in the huts with other
families. Now that he’s older, we tend to bypass them for overnight stays,
though they’re welcome way stations, well-suited for lunch breaks and
short rests.
This slender volume is devoted exclusively to the eight huts along the
Appalachian Trail, from Lonesome Lake to Carter Notch. It explains everything you need to plan a hike to one of them—trail routes, gear, how to make
reservations—as well as loads of interesting details on the history, legends,
lore, and even hut lingo.
For instance, when members of the hut “croo” refer to the “BVM” era,
they are talking about the time before Vibram soles, when hikers wore
hobnail boots. They call Greenleaf Hut “Flea,” Madison Spring Hut
“Madhaus,” and Galehead Hut “Ghoul” (back in the 1930s a hutmaster
found a human skull subsequently known as “Daid Haid” in one of the
abandoned Pemigewasset logging camps).
Passport is a fun read, whether you’re sitting at home or hunkered down at
Chez Belle (another nickname for Madison Spring Hut).
—Steve Fagin
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Changing Paths: Travel and Meditations in
Alaska's Arctic Wilderness
By Bill Sherwonit
Fairbanks, Alaska: University of Alaska Press, 2009
212 pages. ISBN: 978-1-60223-060-6.
Price: $21.95 (paperback)
Structured around a solo backpacking
trip in Alaska’s Brooks Range, this book by
frequent Appalachia contributor Bill Sherwonit
offers much more than a record of that
experience. The narrative engagingly follows his two weeks in the Gates of
the Arctic and his observations of the terrain, the wildlife, and the challenges
and joys of hiking and camping. It also is a series of meditations on
wilderness and humans’ place in it, the author’s life and spiritual journey,
and the exploits and accomplishments of Robert Marshall, who first explored
and wrote about the area in the 1930s before he became a founding member of
the Wilderness Society.
	Sherwonit first went to the Brooks Range in the 1970s as a young
geologist, and he later settled in Alaska as a journalist. He writes about the
political and cultural history of the creation of parks and wilderness areas in
Alaska, changes in the ecology of the area since he was first there, the idea of
wilderness in spirituality, and environmental writing and its challenges. Portions of this book appeared in Appalachia. Sherwonit has a light touch and
the gift of noticing interesting things, and the book moves along well. He is
a graceful writer but perhaps too generous in citing his influences; occasionally the plethora of names makes for heavy going, but for the same reason, it
might be a gold mine for someone looking for further reading. The epilogue
feels anticlimactic and a little forced.
Although this book will appeal to anyone seeking a good sense of what
backpacking in wilderness Alaska is like, it will probably be most valued by
those for whom the spiritual aspects of wilderness are of as great interest as
the physical.
—Nat Eddy
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Beyond the Notches: Stories of Place in New
Hampshire’s North Country
Edited by John R. Harris, Kay Morgan, and
Mike Dickerman
Littleton, New Hampshire: Bondcliff Books and the
Monadnock Institute at Franklin Pierce University,
2011
400 pages. ISBN: 978-1-931271-28-8.
Price: $29.95 (paperback)
The editors of this gigantic book set an ambitious goal, to
show how the residents of New Hampshire’s mountain towns and cities live
and think in today’s difficult times. Fifty essays cover North Country people
from Paleo-Indian to present days, and many of these writings captivate and
teach. North Country people include natives, transplants, paper mill and
logging workers (mostly now doing something else), and tourist industry
workers. The writers include a dozen academics, thirteen North Country
journalists, and another dozen and a half more students, schoolteachers, land
conservation advocates, and Appalachian Mountain Club employees.
That tension between those who grew up in the North Country and
those who came from elsewhere quivers in the heavy pages. Much history,
well sourced at the end, greets even the casual coffee-table browser.
Steven D. Smith, this journal’s former News and Notes editor, writes with
feeling about the Kilkenny region’s beauty. Sally Manikian, our current
News and Notes editor, writes a sensitive piece, “The Two Randolphs.” The
photographs—whether a paper mill floor, a view of Mount Washington, or
an aerial of a housing development—mesmerize.
The book highlights a changeover—from seasonal visitor to year-round
resident—many of the writers went through. It speaks in a bit of an “us vs.
them” tone. In the foreword, Richard Ober (president and chief executive
officer of the New Hampshire Charitable Foundation) writes, “Unlike many
good people from below the Notches who have been trying to ‘solve’ the
North Country’s problems for the last generation or so, the gifted writers in
these pages do know the ground.” John R. Harris, one of the editors, writes
that the North Country settlers’ “thirst for independence, laid down early in
the region’s gene pool, has continued to characterize those who arrive and
elect to stay.” But he and others insist that the newest development often fails
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to respect the land. Thinking hard about all this can be a downer. Perhaps
that’s what we need now.
—Christine Woodside

Becoming Odyssa: Epic Adventures on the Appalachian Trail
By Jennifer Pharr Davis
New York, New York: Beaufort Books, 2010
320 pages. ISBN: 978-0-8253-0649-5. Price: $24.95 (hardcover)
Jennifer Pharr Davis now holds the speed record for an
Appalachian Trail thru-hike—48 days. She already held the women’s speed
record—57 days—when she wrote this book about her first, traditional, solo
thru-hike that set no record—four and a half months. Most people define her
by her speed-hiking, she writes, “which is strange to me, because it was my
first thru-hike in 2005 that defined me.”
Her publisher might disagree. I do, too, a little. I think that Davis sensibly
parlayed her speed-hiking record into a book sale for Becoming Odyssa. And,
why not? But her book would benefit from more time and slower writing.
	In 2005, with the trail name Odyssa, she started north from Georgia carrying
her own gear and using a mop stick for a trekking pole. The story, of course, is
about how she faced the hardships, such as hurting feet, food shortages, and
awkward personalities, alone. The turning point for her seemed to be on a
ridge in New Jersey, when, early one morning, she came upon a recent suicide
victim inside a pavilion. She summoned her strength to keep going and dealt
with tough moments all the way to Maine. She went home feeling confident
and honest with herself. Others who have made this trek will understand.
Thru-hiker narratives ought to be Mark Twain–like stories. This one might
be, in several more drafts. Now, like so many books on AT hikes, it holds
back, emotionally, as it tells an emotional story. Davis describes what she did
and what she thought, but she fails to corral the important moments into a
theme, which strong narrative must. I thru-hiked the AT myself and have
written a little about it. I struggle myself with how to put down what actually happened to me and my companions. It’s hard. On the AT, the mostly
introspective thru-hikers navigated more than paths. We trudged into deep
and uncomfortable personal encounters in those woods, and not only with
ourselves. Becoming Odyssa still wants to become itself.
—Christine Woodside
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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